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THE SWING VOTE AND PARTY S~rABILITY IN VIRGINIA
By ROBERT S. MON1-'JOY

--The Editor

Beginning with the July 1976 issue, the University of Virginia News Letter will
feature a special series of six consecutive articles, each one comparing a selected
aspect of Virginia government or politics in 1776 and 1976. The editor is pleased
to have received the willing contributions of some very knowledgeable persons as
authors for this series, which it is hoped will be a fitting contribution to the
commemoration of the Bicentennial of the American Revolution.

The author is a research associate on the

staff of the Institute of Government.

The concept of the swing vote has
been useful to campaign strategists and
political analysts in other states; the
purpose of this news letter is to
investigate the applicability of the
concept to Virginia politics. The
following account is divided into three
parts: a description of the swing vote,
an investigation of its applicability to
Virginia, and a demonstration of its use.

THE SWING VOTE

The concept of the swing vote is
most often applied in states which have
a fairly strong two-party tradition. In
such places and under normal
conditions, each party can count on a
certain minimum vote in each electoral
district (precinct, township, county,
etc.). Some citizens may vote for their
party out of blind loyalty; others may
simply use the party label as a clue to
the values and beliefs of the candidates.
Whatever the reason, each party
normally can count on receiving a
certain percentage of the vote regard less
of the nature of the campaign. The
swing vote, on the other hand, is that
portion of the total vote which,
theoretically, may be influenced by the
campaign. For example, 35 percent of
the voters in a county might be solid
Republicans and 45 percent might be
solid Democrats. I n such a situation
there would be a 20 percent swing vote.

The importance of the swing vote for
campaign strategy is rather clear. Most
candidates would prefer to use their
resources of time, money, and volunteer
labor where they would do the most
good. The size of the swing vote is often
a good indicator of where certain efforts
would be most useful. For example, a

Democratic strategist might divide
pre c inc t sintoth r ee cat ego r ies:
Democratic precincts, Republican
precincts, and swing precincts. He might
make a token effort in the Republican
precincts, do selective canvassing in the
swing precincts, and conduct a general
get-out-the-vote campaign in the
Democratic precincts.

Obviously this strategy depends upon
the ability to classify electoral districts
by their propensity to support a certain
party or to sw ing between them. The
usual method is to rely upon the returns
of previous elections-hence the
importance of stable voting patterns.
Take, for example, the 1972 general
election in Accomack County, Virginia.'
On the Republican side of the ballot,
Nixon received 72 percent of the
presidential vote and Scott received 44
percent of the senatorial vote. The
Republican swing vote would be the
difference between the two, or 28
percent. In Amelia County, on the other
hand, the Republican swing was only 4
percent.

Because there were more than two
candidates in each race, the Democratic
swing vote will not necessarily equal the
Republican swing vote. For example, the

'Only statewide races were used in this

analysis, to ensure comparabi Iity of the results

across all cities and counties. Thus, in 1972

the focus is upon the presidential and

senatorial races.

Democratic svv ing ,,'Vas 26 percen in
Accomack. One way to avoid the
problem of two different indexes is to
calculate the Republ ican and Democratic
votes as percentages of the two-party
vote instead of the tota I vote. T hen the
Republican and Democratic votes will be
reciprocals of each other, and the swing
votes for the two parties will be equal.
The swing votes reported in the
remainder of this news letter are based
upon the two-party vote. Unfortunately,
however, this process ignores the
information conveyed by votes for
minor parties and independents.

The above analysis seems to suggest
that Republican campaign efforts would
be much more rewarding in Accomack
County than in Amelia County.
However, one may object that the 1972
election was hardly typical. In 1973 the
Republican swing vote was greater in
Amelia than in Accomack. Which
experience will be more applicable in
1976? These data provide no answer.
The basic problem is, paradoxically, that
the swing vote is not very useful as a
tool in campaign strategies unless there
is a fairly regular division of partisan
votes within electoral districts.

PARTY REGULARITY IN VIRGINIA

It is entirely possible that party
voting in Virgin ia is too unpredictable
for mean ingfu I projections. While
Republicans do win in Virginia, their
successes might be attributable to the
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TABLE 1
Correlations of General Election Vote Percentages Across

Virginia Cities and Counties, by Party

1. Holton C 1969
2. Dawbarnd 1969 .87
3. Obenshaine 1969 .91 .96
4. Garlandb 1970 .45 .64 .55
5. Shafrand 1971 .52 .69 .60 .85
6. Nixona 1972 .64 .65 .70 .19 .28
7. Scottb 1972 .42 .47 .52 .13 .19 .75
8. Godwinc 1973 .38 .38 .44 -.15 .09 .69 .62
9. Daltond 1973 .36 .35 .40 .10 .14 .54 .43 .50

10. Echolse 1973 .54 .68 .62 .68 .82 .41 .35 .29 .22

1. BattleC 1969
2. Reynoldsd 1969 .87
3. Millere 1969 .91 .97
4. RawlinJsb 1970 .61 .62 .66
5. Kostel 1971 .22 .20 .17 -.24
6. McGoverna 1972 .55 .55 .59 .74 -.20
7. Spongb 1972 .34 .39 .42 .52 -.14 .75
8. Michaeld 1973 .37 .38 .38 .36 -.04 .54 .37
9. Millere 1973 .48 .62 .57 .21 .28 .38 .38 .32,

had to run against the well-known
senator in addition to a Democratic
nominee in the general election. Thus,
the correlation between Garland and
Byrd is a -.61, indicating nearly opposite
patterns of support. Godwin, a former
Democrat and associate of Byrd, showed
a strong positive correlation (+.62) with
the senator. It is not surprising,
therefore, to find a negative relationship
between Garland and Godwin.

The remaining correlations are all
positive. The average (mean) correlation
between all pairs of Democrats is .41;
for the Republ icans it is .49. These
findings indicate that members of the
same party tended to draw support from
the same places during the 1969-1973
time period, and that the Republicans'
vote patterns were a 'ittle more cohesive
than were th<lse of thff 0 emocrats.
However, the average correlations are
not very high, and they do not reveal
whether there has been a trend toward
greater party stability. Furthermore,
population changes during this period
could have lowered the correlations
between cand idates of the same party
running in different years. Therefore, it
will be useful to focus upon candidates
who ran at the same time.
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3AII information concerning campaigns and

candidate positions is taken from the

forthcoming publication, Larry Sabato,

Virginia Votes 1969-1974 (Charlottesville:

I nstitute of Government, University of

Virginia).

Delegate George Kostel for the
lieutenant governorship. There are at
least three reasons why one might
expect the votes for Kostel to vary
significantly from the normal
Democratic pattern. 3 First, he ran in a
special election with no other Democrats
on the ballot. Second, he had received
the nomination on the fourth ballot in a
hotly contested convention. Finally,
Henry Howell, who ran as an
Independent in 1971, had been a strong
candidate in the 1969 Democratic
gubernatorial primary and was probably
better known to many Democratic
voters than was Kostel.

The sole negative correlation among
the Republicans is the association
between Garland in 1970 and Godwin in
1973. Here the negat ive score is
probably -due to the candidacy of
Senator Byrd in 1970. First, Garland
had to survive a move in the Republican
convention to endorse Byrd. Then he

personalities and issue positions of the
cand idates rather than a budding
partisan attachment on the part of many
voters. (I ndeed, the national trend seems
to be away from straight party voting.)
In addition, Virginia's unique practice of
not putting party labels by candidate
names on the ballot may also inhibit the
development of regular voting patterns
along party lines. Therefore, it is
important to ascertain the extent of
party regularity in the Commonwealth.

A quick and easy method for
assessing the regu larity of party voting is
to compare the votes for different
cand idates of the same party across
electoral districts. While this method is
not infallible, a finding that, say,
Democrats consistently do well in some
districts and poorly in others is a pretty

--- goe6 --tnd\cation--that- many people are
voting along party lines.2 A useful
statistic for making such comparisons is
the Pearson correlation coefficient, r. In
this case Pearson's r can be used to
measure the extent to which the votes
for two candidates vary together across
cities and counties. The statistic can
range from -1.0 (perfect negative
correlation) through 0.0 (no correlation)
to +1.0 (perfect positive correlation). A
high positive correlation between two
candidates shows that they are drawing
votes from the same places and,
presumably, the same people; a high
negative correlation shows just the
opposite.

Table presents the correlations
among Republicans and among
Democrats in statewide races for the
general elections of 1969 through 1973.
The units of analysis are the cities and
counties in Virginia. The correlations are
based upon the percentage of the total
vote in each city or county received by
each cand idate. Since the data are
percentages, the si ze of the electora I
units does not affect the correlations;
but the presence of minor party and
independent cand idates does.

There is evidence of some party
cohesion throughout the 1969-1973
time period. The correlations within
each party are almost all positive. The
exceptions for the Democratic party are
associated with the 1971 candidacy of

2For example, the fact that Cand idate A

and Cand idate B each received 60 percent of

the vote in a certain city does not necessarily

mean that each person who voted for

Candidate A also voted for Candidate B.

However, if the two candidates did well in the

same places and poorly in the same places

over a large number of cities and counties,

one might reasonably suspect that they were

receiving support from the same people.

apresident

b U .S. Senator

cGovernor

dLieutenant Governor

eAttorney General

NOTE: The numbers associated with the candidate names and dates along the left side of each
chart are used to index the same names and dates across the top of each chart. Thus, column 2 in
the Democrats' chart references the Reynolds candidacy in 1969. To find the correlation between
Reynolds in 1969 and Miller in 1973, locate the Miller candidacy along the left of the chart (row
9) and trace across to the right until intersecting column 2. The correlation is .62.
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TABLE 2
Average Correlations Within Parties by Year

4For a discussion of the ideological split

between Howell and Godwin, see Larry

Sabato, Aftermath of 'Armageddon': An

Analysis of the 1973 Virginia Gubernatorial

Election (Charlottesville: Institute of

Government, University of Virginia, 1975).

The years of 1969, 1972, and 1973
all had multiple races. Table 2 presents
the avera ge cor rei at ion between
statew ide cand idates of the same party
for each of those years. Th is table
obviously does not reflect a trend
toward greater party stability. There is a
drop in the intra-party correlations from
1969 to 1972 and another, much larger
drop from 1972 to 1973. The lower
correlations in 1972 may be attributable
to the u nusua I presidential race.
However, the 1973 situation will require
further comment.

At least two factors may be involved
in th is resu It. First, the Democrat ic
party did not nom inate a cand idate in
1973, although many Democrats
endorsed the candidacy of Independent
Henry Howell, who had lost a tough
fight to Battle in the 1969 Democratic
primary. With former Democrat Mills
Godwin heading the Republican ticket,
the top race probably split more along
ideological than party lines.4 If so, the
lack of a clear two-party division in the
gubernatorial race may have dampened
the partisan spl it in other races as well.

Second, in 1973 Andrew Miller was
running again for attorney general. With
the stature and name recognition of
incumbency, it is not surprising that
Miller won. Nor is it surprising that he
drew support from the same places
where he and other Democrats gained
votes in 1969. (Interestingly, Miller in
1973 correlates more highly with
Reyno\ds tn 1969 than with Miller in
1969). Thus, the 1973 attorney general
race roughly paralleled the 1969
two-party split, while the gubernatorial
race took on a somewhat different
character, one which might be attributed
to ideology.

One can also see an interesting trend
by tracing the correlations of the major
independent candidates. Table 3
compares the votes for the party
candidates with those for Byrd in 1970,

Howell in 1971, and Howell in 1973.
The general pattern shows affinities
between Byrd and Republican
candidates and between Howell and

TABLE 4
A Comparison of Electoral Units (Cities and Counties)

Ranked by the 1969 Percentage Swing Index

su pport for Byrd in 1970 went
increasingly to Republican candidates
after 1971. These trends are also
reflected by a direct comparison of the
voting patterns for Byrd and Howell. In
1971 Howell produced a small positive
correlation (.25) with the 1970 Byrd
vote. In 1973 his correlation with Byrd
was -.62. (Whether this change reflects a
shift in Howell's appeal or the fact that
Howell was running against Godwin in
1973 is unclear.) Given the apparently
different appeals of Howell and Byrd, it

Top 20 Bottom 20

Unit Index Unit Index

Tazewell 29.2 Clarke 3.8
Richmond* 28.6 Giles 3.8
Isle of Wight 28.2 Buena Vista* 3.8
Petersbu rg * 19.5 Bland 3.7
Hampton* 18.7 Grayson 3.7
Lunenburg 17.2 Halifax 3.7
Frederick 15.2 Dickenson 3.6
Powhatan 15.1 Fairfax 3.6
Stafford 14.5 Wythe 3.6
Charlotte 14.4 York 3.4
Newport News* 14.4 Arlington 3.2
Colonial Heights* 14.3 Bath 3.1
Washington 13.7 Buchanan 2.9
Chesterfield 13.5 Staunton* 2.5
Prince William 13.5 Shenandoah 2.2
Hanover 13.3 Scott 1.9
Henrico 13.3 Carroll 1.8
Orange 12.9 Highland 1.5
Gloucester 12.8 South Boston * 1.4
Franklin* 12.6 Augusta 1.3

*City

TABLE 3
Correlations Between Percentage Votes fQr Major Independent

Candidates and Party Candidates 1969-1973

Byrd 1970 Howell 1971 Howell 1973
Democrats

BattleC 1969 .01 .39 .34
Reynoldsd 1969 .15 .58 .34
Millere 1969 .07 .53 .37
Rawli"Jsb 1970 -.56 .42 .65
Kostel 1971 .42 -.41 -.33
McGoverna 1972 -.46 .33 .68
Spongb 1972 -.35 .20 .62
Michaeld 1973 -.20 .18 .46
Millere 1973 .31 .47 .30

Republicans
HoltonC 1969 .20 -.18 -.38
Dawbarnd 1969 .06 -.41 -.38
Obenshaine 1969 .17 -.35 -.44
Garlandb 1970 -.61 -.57 .15
Shafrand 1971 -.45 -.53 -.09
Nixona 1972 .45 -.32 -.69
Scottb 1972 .35 -.19 -.62
Godwinc 1973 .62 -.29 -1.00
Daltond 1973 .25 -.26 -.50
Echolse 1973 -.31 -.47 -.29

apresident

b U .5. Senator

cGovernor

dLieutenant Governor

eAttorney General

Democratic candidates. After 1971, the
Byrd votes correlates positively with
Republicans and negatively with
Democrats, except for the 1973
attorney general race. Howell's two
candidacies show positive correlations
with all Democrats except Kostel, who
ran against Howell in 1971. On the
Republican side, only Garland failed to
show a negative relationship with both
Howell candidacies. Thus, Howell shows
a clear re lationsh i p with most
Democratic cand idates, while the

Republicans

.91

.75

.34

.92

.75

.32

DemocratsYear

1969
1972
1973



is particularly interesting to note that
Miller was the only Democrat in 1973
to produce positive correlations with
both men.

These findings have many possible
implications. For present purposes, the
most important one is that there was
very Iittle party cohesion in 1973. The
swing vote was so large as to be
relatively meaningless. If future races
follow the 1973 pattern, the concept of
the swing vote will probably not be very
useful for analyzing Virginia politics. On
the other hand, the 1969 election
appears to have exh ibited a much
gr eater degree of party regu lar ity.
Whether Virginia's party system will
re-stabilize in a pattern sim ilar to that of
1969 rema ins to be seen. In the
meantime, the 1969 election provides a
good basis for demonstrating the utility
of the swing vote as an analytic concept.

SWING VOTE 11\1 VIRGINIA -

The swing vote, it should be
remembered, is that portion of the vote
which can be influenced by the
campaign, including the personality and
policy positions of the candidates. This
is obviously an abstract concept which is
very difficult, if not impossible, to
define in any specific situation. By
making certain assumptions, however,
one can calculate a swing index which
will do for most practical purposes.

For this illustration the swing index
was based upon the candidates'
percentages of the two-party vote, and
not of the total vote. (This procedure
makes the swing index the same for
both parties.) For a given election and
party, the lowest percentage vote was
subtracted from the highest percentage
vote to yield the swing index. As an
example, take Fairfax County in 1969.
The Democratic candidates' percentages
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were Battle (for governor)-44 percent;
Reynolds (for lieutenant governor)-48
percent; and Miller (for attorney
general)-48 percent. Reynolds and
Miller tied for the high percentage, while
Battle received the lowest percentage.
The swing index, therefore, was 4
percent. This figure is rather low, since
the average index for all Virginia cities
and counties in 1969 was 9 percent.
Table 4 presents the highest and lowest
indexes of 1969.

The swing index should measure the
receptivity of an electoral unit to
campaign efforts. It is intended to
measure the percentage of votes which
are "up for grabs." Unfortunately, there
is no way to test th is proposition
without accurate measures of local
campaign activities. However, a related
test can be prov ided by th e success of
independent candidates. Voters who will
switch back and forth between parties
will, presumably, also vote for
independent candidates. Thus there
shou Id be a positive correlation between
the swing index and the percentage of
votes for independent cand idates. The
correlation between the 1969 swing
index and the Byrd vote in 1970 is .28.
With Howell's 1971 candidacy, it is .53.
These correlations indicate that both
candidates tended to do well in areas
where the 1969 swing index was high.
However, there is hardly any
relationship between the 1969 swing
index and Howell's 1973 vote; the
correlation is .07. Th is last correlation
aptly illustrates the point that the party
system must be fairly stable before the
swing index can be useful.

There are other methods available for
estimating the swing vote, and the units
of analysis need not be cities and
counties. Indeed, smaller units are
generally preferable; one frequently

finds greater party stabi'ity at the
precinct level than at the county level.
In one state, all of the precincts were
ranked within their counties and within
the state as a whole on the basis of a
swing index. These rankings were used
as a basis for allocating resources in a
successful statewide campaign. Indexes
were ca Iculated on the basis of
percentages, numbers of votes, and a
combination of the two. The rationale
was that the percentages reflect the
susceptibility of a precinct to campaign
efforts and the absolute number of
swing votes reflects the size of the
potential gain. (A sparsely populated
precinct with a large percentage swing
might not be worth much effort.) The
combined index served as a crude
measure of the expected gain in votes
from a given campaign effort.

CONCLUSION
-------__r---

The concept of the swing vote has
been useful in states which have had
fairly stable two-party systems. The
evidence of the applicability of the
concept to Virginia politics is m·xed. On
one hand, the Commonwealth does not
have a long trad ition of two-party
competition, and the recent elections
(1969-1973) do not indicate a trend
toward stable voting patterns along
party lines. 0 n the other hand, there
was a great dea I of intra-party cohes ion
in 1969, and the 1969 index was
sign ificantly related to the success of
independent cand idates Byrd (in 1970)
and Howell (in 1971). Furthermore, one
may argue that the lack of intra-party
cohesion in 1972 and 1973 was due to a
set of highly unusual circumstances at
the national and state levels. If both
parties are fairly unified in 1977, the
swing index may well be a useful tool
for analyzing the campaigns.
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